Building fragile trust. 
Aisling O’Beirn and Martin Krenn in a time-lapsed conversation with Karin Schneider and Nora Landkammer
Throughout the TRACES project, Aisling O’Beirn, Martin Krenn (CCP5) and Nora Landkammer, Karin Schneider (Workpackage 3) held a series of conversations on the concepts and theories we used in our work in engaging communities and individuals, and the development of the project around Long Kesh/Maze Prison. Keeping to the form of the reflexive conversation, this contribution is based on a talk we held in June 2018. Intersecting statements from earlier conversations, in January 2017 and September 2017 give insight into the process. 
Dispersed Memories
June 2018
A You can easily imagine how the former prison can be seen as synonymous with Irish republicanism given the prison protests and the hunger strikes but for many loyalists, there can also be a reluctance around that idea. Some will tell you: ‘well, actually, we want our history related, loyalists were imprisoned as well’. Not as many were imprisoned or came forward but they worry about there being a master narrative, or it becoming a ‘shrine for republicanism’. Yet others think the best way to deal with the former prison is just to knock it to the ground and try and forget about it, because it represents such a difficult period of history.
M The conflict is an ongoing conflict and this place is a symbol. However, its symbolic meaning differs depending on the context, for example, which group looks at it. The title of the project “Transforming Long Kesh/Maze” points to this problem, as it includes two names for the prison: “Long Kesh” and “Maze”. Our initial idea was building, together with project participants, a model of the ex-prison depicting it as a futuristic museum but after a long research phase we dropped this idea.
January 2017
M The situation has become even more difficult, because of Brexit there is a situation of political stalemate in this country. Now we have to deal with a different situation compared to 2016. However, this opens up possibilities for dialogical art in trying to create a space in which new forms of communication about the prison could occur and to propose new ways to deal with the legacy of Long Kesh/Maze.
September 2017
A We can’t get access to the prison site, nobody can get access. The prison’s presence is dispersed beyond its perimeter walls.  It is found in community museums, in private individual homes, through the objects that people made or salvaged.  
June 2018
M Finally, we had to realise that it would be impossible for us to get permission to access the ex-prison site, as it’s not open to the public.
January 2017
A I mean, we’ve approached the Office of  First and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) in our official attempt to get a visit to the site of the gaol. We have approached and are talking to the Maze/Long Kesh Development Corporation…
[bookmark: _GoBack]A We initially tried to get people involved who had a first-hand experience of the jail, such as former prisoners, former visitors, former prison officers, essentially people with that first-hand experience of the prison. The process of trying to get people involved dictated how the project and our methodology evolved. Initially, we planned to do it under the umbrella of one organisation that might have contacts but we found, through the process of the project, that slowly building up contacts through a range of organisations as well as word of mouth was much more effective. The archaeologist Laura McAtackney, whose book ‘An Archaeology of the Troubles’, particularly her concept of the ‘distributed self’,[footnoteRef:1] was very influential to us conceptually,  was also instrumental in introducing us to many contacts for both our conference and for the subsequent project as well as giving us important insights into the difficulties of the evolving political context.  [1:  (McAtackney, An Archaeology of the Troubles: The Dark Heritage of Long Kesh/Maze Prison, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2014: 244-265)
] 

Through one to one personal engagement, you are able to explain your initial ideas and build trust, then gradually modify your ideas according to things that people were telling you, or concerns that they raised.
A We have approached ex-prison officers, trying to get them on board, but that could be hard, they may well be bound by the Official Secrets Act, and also reticent to visit that difficult period in history. People don’t want to be seen to be raking up issues from the past.  
M Something which I underestimated is how difficult it is to get in contact with people.
M We asked several people to collaborate who initially seemed to agree but then we heard nothing from them anymore. We recognised that they weren't going to tell us directly that they will not take part. This took a lot of energy. In the end, we questioned our conceptual approach.
We also found out that there are people who are kind of “gatekeepers” for their community. They naturally want to protect people from being exploited as well as protecting “their” political narrative. Personal stories are always interrelated with politics and collective memory.
M I think there was a phase in our project when we actually no longer knew how to continue. Everything became very confusing. However, at the same time, we continued to make contact with ex-prisoners, organisations and other people. In the end, it took another year to rework the initial concept and to build up people’s trust.
M Although the project is process orientated, we also want a result, an artwork that makes it possible to share our experiences and insights even if the project doesn't work out in the way we have first anticipated. At the moment we still believe that we can achieve this goal. It’s not that it’s over now, but we have to consider a plan B.
We have to be open to failure too, otherwise, this is not a serious research project I think. On the other hand, I am not fond of failure in art. Some artists even manage to “sell” failure as success, but I am quite sceptical whether this is the right strategy for artistic research especially when it deals with such contentious topics as we do in this project.
M Our situation has changed since the last time we spoke. We really achieved our main goals. For example yesterday we even met with a retired prison officer. Prison officers were the last group of people that was missing in our project. It was a moving experience when he showed us his objects and talked with us about all the suffering that was related to this prison.
A Even an attempt to try and imagine what the future of the site might be, yielded the problems we mentioned. In the early stages  when we encountered these problems whilst trying to find a solution to work with the site we came to Laura MacAttackney’s book. Her work and particularly her concept of 'distributed self’  (2014: 244-265) prompted us to avoid getting fixated on an architectural notion of the site as a physical structure, or on any future structure for that site. McAtackney’s work highlighted the idea that the site has this sort of ‘dispersed presence’, through people who had somehow a relationship with it. Maybe they have things in boxes in their houses or on display on their windowsills, or stuff they donated to a community museum. Some of this material is already in the public domain and some is in private hands, hence the prison has this kind of dispersed presence, amongst different individuals who have had different political experiences of the site. So, we started to think that the network of relationships between the objects, the custodians and their political, as well as, geographical dispersion would suggest a way that we could start to work.
Objects as catalysts
A So this is a methodology that evolved through working with people who had first hand experience of the prison and with Laura McAtackney. The idea to photograph some of these objects, but not to photograph them in a purely documentary sense, allowed us to make the taking of the photographs a dialogical process. I suppose that there is something performative about this as well. We organise a time with the person, we arrive at the place, we have our mobile photo booth, with our set of lights and our background paper. The object is taken out, the person helps us place the object, or we place the object. Whilst we are placing the object, we are also discussing how the custodian of this object might title this object. Rather than titling it in a very descriptive way, they might give it a title that says something about their personal relationship to the object. Then we also ask for a testimony around the object, again where the testimony is about the relationship to the object, rather than describing an already known or obvious narrative, for example, if it were a republican high cross or a loyalist piece of insignia. You can see that in the photograph. It reveals a more nuanced tale when people talk about the context or even some of the technical, creative details about how it was made. The custodian, the owner or the maker of the object were always in the room, part of that photographic process, often helping us place and hold the object while Martin photographed it, this was very important. So was the process of naming the object where we had a portable labelling machine to made a label for the object to put in the foreground of the ‘photographic frame’. This process was all part of negotiating the representation of the object. In a way, this method of working with existing objects opened up this possibility of creating a relationship between the object as an artefact and then the contemporary testimony of the participant.
M Our idea was that the process of naming artefacts should play a major role in our project. So, we bought a portable labelling machine which we used during the performative photo sessions. While the participants showed us the object, we asked them for a title, printed it out and stuck it below the object. Finally, you can actually see this label in the image and you kind of understand that the title was given during the photo session. 
K So to say the object in a way was a kind of “transformer”, or the bridge builder between you, the people and the stories, but also in a way between the past and the present, because the object is still there and plays a role in the household and how people approach it today. 
M These objects acted as a kind of memory storage. During the process of being shown, they potentially triggered and evoked special and sometimes even hidden memories. These kind of memories -  outside of ideologically prescribed narratives – were the ones we were so much interested in.
M We recorded all interviews on audio, transcribed them, and then edited them. Spoken words in an open conversation always sound completely different than a written statement. Finally, we sent the pre-edited transcription back to the person with whom we collaborated so that this person could revise or even fully rewrite his/her statement. This was a time-consuming process but the integrity of the statements was one of our major concerns.
M For example, with the prison officer yesterday, when we, in the beginning, made “small talk” about the prison, we talked about the usual things. However, the moment when he took out his personal objects the conversation reached another qualitative level. I am sure the outcome of the texts, as well as the images of the objects, would be completely different if we just have asked our participants: ‘please send us an object and a statement’ without meeting them in person and having these conversations during the photo sessions.
 A The objects and our considerations of McAtackney’s ‘distributed self’ led to discussions about a ‘notional museum’ rather than a physical repository, that might exist in the form of objects located in different places with potential to create a relationship between the past, present and future, allowing people think about the relationship between these things.
M The main idea in our concept was to work with three types of objects: the “real” artefacts so to say, then artefacts that are made by us but based on memories of things that no longer exist. The third type is the collaboratively made objects. This was very important for us because it suggested a link to the future as well as how to deal with the past. We will present the collaboratively made objects in the same way as we present the original ones.
M Via McAtackney’s contacts we met with a group of women who were ex-visitors of the prison. They had a republican background and they regularly meet as the 50+ Group. Their group dynamic was already established, they met regularly to craft things amongst their many other social activities, therefore it was much easier for us to work with them. The first step was that we asked them to bring prison artefacts from home. This seemed to be a great group experience for them too because it was the first time that they showed to each other these objects. The second step was to develop ideas for actually creating new objects collaboratively.
How to Talk about History – Antagonism and Dialogue
A Often the people we spoke to can  now see points in the opinions of others, and there is sometimes overlap. There are a lot of people that do recognize the importance that this history somehow has to be marked or recognized, or dealt with, in order for people to be able to move on. But the disagreement is in how you talk about history, and how do you actually deal with it especially when some of the conditions that created that history are still ongoing, or still unresolved.
The issue around legacy is difficult. People who oppose anything happening to the jail in the future are worried that one particular story will be told, but the actual fact is there are lots of stories to be told about this prison, that all have interrelationships. Often the vernacular stories people tell about the day-to-day life at the prison don’t contradict each other as much as one might imagine, even though the narrators might come from very different political perspectives. There were other perhaps lesser known narratives that also came out as a result of the project, including perspectives from visitors, most especially from female visitors. 
M, In the beginning, I believed that the main problem of dealing with Long Kesh/Maze is that official politicians do not want to address the history of this place. However, I had to realise the problem was much deeper, the site of the ex-prison was an open wound that concerned the whole of Northern Irish society. Usually, when I work in the context of contentious heritage I have a less dialogical and more provocative approach. For example, my work confronts society with its repressed memories, such as Aryanisation during the Nazi time in Austria. For several years I conceived and produced installations in public spaces and in art spaces, which questioned the official historical narrative, and pointed to the continuation of fascist ideas in Austria. But it in this case, in Northern Ireland in the context of Long Kesh/Maze, it was a completely different situation to deal with. You cannot simply create a “productive conflict”, because you cannot define the “enemy” (such as is the case of the [Neo-]Nazis in Austria). I had to understand that a dialogical and kind of “neutral” (as far as possible) approach is needed.
M During a film project (Notes on Resistance) in the 2000s I was working with Austrian Internationale Brigade fighters who fought in the Spanish Civil war. For them, it was very important that their (forgotten) story becomes part of the collective history in Austria. Therefore, they were interested in working with me and taking part in this film. However, it was also necessary to build up trust with them. But in Northern Ireland it seems to me, and maybe you have to correct me Aisling, that many people whom we have contacted don’t want to share their stories with the public, rather they prefer that their stories should stay inside their respective communities.
A A lot of people don’t want to talk about the past because if you rake up the past…  and this is perhaps a subtext, it’s often unsaid….. but…. ‘if you rake up the past, does that create an unstable political climate that could escalate and lead back into conflict again?’.
M So this is the main difference in our approach. Also, your question about the conflicts embedded in the site poses a question: Does an agonistic ( a term introduced by Chantal Mouffe) approach makes sense to deal with these sort of conflicts? So, how much agonism is possible and how much dialogue and emphaty is needed?
M We also don’t want to create an artistic space where different camps ‘fight’ with each other. This simply doesn’t make sense for us.
M Getting back to our initial idea to think about a museum that Long Kesh might become: I think, at the moment, it is nearly impossible to build a museum on this site. However, in the beginning, I thought it would be the best solution to deal with the past of the ex-prison.
N Maybe despite critical museum theory, there is a part of the idea of the museum, however you think it, that will still involve a certain degree of “fixation” or “suture” of a narrative. There is a certain monumentality to the idea of the museum itself, that even in the most deconstructed sense would still not be the approach to take to the situation that you are describing, for memory, and working through history.
On the Process: Research, art, mediation
M In concept art three aspects come together: research in and through art, the process of producing artworks and the negotiation of artistic ideas. Our project is concept art and these three points play an essential role in the entire creative production. The research, the production of art works and the mediation aspect of an artictic idea are equally important for us. Therefore we will present our project in the form of an exhibition, which actually takes two forms. Firstly we use a set of postcards presented on a table or stand in semi-public places such as libraries or conferences and festivals. Therefore, we can reach out to an audience outside of traditional art circles. Secondly, we have a more or less “conventional” art exhibition in the art space PS2. A third presentation format will be a book, which is equally important for us. Additional to the artwork the book will consist of texts by theorists who will contextualise our work in different fields.
N It is interesting that you now describe the process it in a regular sequence, of: first we did the research, then we produced something and now we are going to mediate it. Actually you started connecting these three activities.. I am coming back to this because we spoke earlier on in the process about how this work of negotiation with community members, involving people, so to say, often remains invisible. 
A There is a lot of invisible work in it. You want to approach people delicately and not alienate anybody.  You are talking to so many people with different perspectives, you have to take time  being very mindful of what you are saying. Hence the process is very slow, there’s also lot of following up through sensitively worded emails and phone calls.  There is a lot of invisible labour involved.
M There was the research phase where only Aisling and I did research, eventually with the help of Laura McAtackney who has written a book about the material culture of Long Kesh/Maze, then there was the production phase where we collaborated with people, followed by a mediation/presentation phase, where we had the main responsibility for the presentation of the results of our research and artistic production. Not everyone who partook in the project was involved in everything. This would have been impossible because people don’t have so much time. 
All these things are interrelated, they influence each other. By showing or telling something to someone, we got a response, which also could lead us to new ideas and change one of our methods, or even our field of research, and so on…
A There is a kind of interlocked interrelationship between these different aspects of the project. In a way when we started the objects were already mediated, we encountered objects mediated in various ways. Different community museums have individual curatorial styles. Observing the different curatorial styles reveals something about the human relationship of the curators to the objects, or people talking about objects in private homes, minding them, safeguarding them, showing them or not showing them. Obviously that helped develop our thinking about how we were going to take a series of photographs of these objects, in a dialogical way with the participants. 
N Actually the research, the development of the concept already consisted of this process of finding out what might be an appropriate approach by asking and talking to people. 
M Yes exactly. That’s the main point, in the beginning, we had only an idea. Initially, we wanted to build a kind of three dimensional model of a potential Museum of Long Kesh/Maze in public space. Then we had to change our initial idea and find new one. At the moment, parts of our project are based on participation, and other parts are based on collaboration and this, as I tried to explain, might even develop differently in the future.
N Which is kind of why I like the word mediation, although it is not a common word for “engagement”, “Stakeholder involvement” or “education” in English. I like it because it initially is double sided. It happens at between at least two entities, and not from one to others. But you also used, for these processes, now when we are talking, a lot the word collaboration. To do something collaboratively. Could you tell me how you would define something as collaborative? 
M Collaborations are always based on exchange and discussion. The main idea is to define a concept together in order to produce something together. Participation is a bit different because in a participatory setting I would argue that the artists defines the frame in advance. The artist already has an idea and invites people to partake in the project. This approach is of equal worth. In this case the advantage is that people already know in which context their contribution will be presented. It is much safer for them to take part. I would say, the participatory approach in our project is when we talk with participants about their objects, the labelling process, and the photo sessions. People trusted us to do our best to present their contributions properly and responsibly. On the other hand, the work with the 50+ group was collaborative, because new objects were built during the workshops.
Transforming Long Kesh/Maze: Reverberations
A In a recent conversation with an employee of Tar Anall, the umbrella organisation from where the 50+ group meet, reiterated how much the women enjoyed the project saying that if we were ever doing a project like this again they would be very interested. They are keen that their history is being told and heard, given that much of it isn’t written into the major narratives. They felt that this project allowed that to happen, in a way. 
M There is one thought I would like to add with respect to the title “Transforming Long Kesh/Maze”. Although, we have changed our approach we did not change the title. The reason is that the project still aims at transformation. Rather than transforming the physical site into a museum, the aim is now to develop methods and share ideas about possibilities to transform the very polarised discourse about this prison into a productive one.
A We aim to create an environment where people feel they can discuss some of these issues – as these are the issues that are difficult for people just to discuss, because so many legacy issues haven’t been resolved.  The absence of a government here articulates the lack of resolution, the situation over Brexit amplifies it. These issues have to be resolved or discussed, in some form, and I would hope that our exhibition can contribute to trying to look at another aspect of it, apart from the already well-rehearsed narratives.
